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U.S. National Collection of Scarabs at UNSM

The loading dock at the National Museum of Natural History and the ‘Scarabmobile’.
Photo courtesy Brett Ratcliffe.

The Department of Entomology of the Smithsonian
Institution (SI) National Museum of Natural History
initiated an Offsite Collection Enhancement Program
(OEP) in 1990 with the initial two OEPs being the
Bee Flies (Diptera: Bombyliidae) to the Bernice P.
Bishop Museum (Honolulu) and the Ticks (Arachnida:
Acarina) to Georgia Southern University. Subsequent
OEPs were granted to the California Department of
Agriculture collection, University of Florida, Cleveland
Museum of Natural History, Canadian National
Collection of Insects, and the State Museum at the
University of Nebraska (UNSM).
These each consist of a renewable ten-year loan of a
large collection which is bound to a detailed, 19 point
Memorandum of Understanding between both parties and
signed off institutionally by Museum Directors. The basic
idea is that if part of the U.S. National Collection has no
ongoing resident active research and there exists a center of
expertise at another institution, it is most prudent to allow
this off-site center (under the direction of an off-site curator)
to keep the national collection of a particular group for an
agreed-upon amount of time in order to improve/enhance
the collection scientifically and physically as well as for
use by the off-site curator, their students, and colleagues
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Brett Ratcliffe (left) and Andrew Smith transferring scarabs into the rental
truck at the Smithsonian Institution. Photo by Karla Villatoro.

— a win-win situation. The off-site curator then hosts
visitors to the collection, makes loans from the SI material,
and annually reports such activities to the Chair of the
Department of Entomology at the Smithsonian Institution.
Ultimately the collection is returned to the Smithsonian

greatly improved and some reciprocal exchange of
specimens occurs.
Team Scarab at the University of Nebraska State
Museum moved all the Smithsonian scarab beetles (minus
the dung beetles) to Nebraska in March 1999 for off-site
enhancement. We are still caring for this collection today
using it extensively in our own research as well as that
of many others via on-site visits and loans of specimens.
The national collection included nearly a third of a million
scarab beetles and was contained in approximately 1,100
glass-topped drawers. We traveled to Washington for a
week in mid-March 1999 to prepare the collection for
shipment to Nebraska by truck.
To prepare for retrieving the collection from Washington,
SI began saving large Dell computer boxes in which to
place specimen drawers with padding, but that proved too
time consuming and laborious, and we would never have
had enough boxes. In March 1999, the then members of
Team Scarab (myself, Mary Liz Jameson, and graduate
students Andrew Smith and Karla Villatoro) traveled to
DC for a week to prepare the collection for transport to
Nebraska. We secured and padded each drawer in its own
cabinet, and all of the larger beetles were secured with
brace pins on either side to keep them from rotating during
shipment. The SI cabinets were half size, which made
loading and off-loading fairly easy with a large furniture
dolly and lots of muscle power. The collection was securely
placed in a LARGE rental truck that I drove from DC to
Nebraska . . . and my relief was palpable when we left on
a Sunday morning when there was virtually no DC traffic.
Remarkably, no specimens were broken in transit!

During the intervening years, we have curated, identified,
databased, and loaned thousands of specimens from the
national collection so that the scientific data associated
with the specimens can be readily retrieved and used by a
broad community of scientists. In addition, the collection
provides a fabulous opportunity to train graduate students in
systematics research as well as managing an internationally
important scientific resource. The national collection,
combined with the large scarab collection already at
UNSM, gives us one of the largest and most comprehensive
collections of scarab beetles in the world.
“The 1999 OEP to the University of Nebraska State
Museum is for the Pleurostict Scarabs (Coleoptera:
Scarabaeidae) involving over 300,000 specimens from
around the world,” said David Furth, SI Collections
Manager. “It has probably been the most effective and
successful OEP to date. It has also fostered grants and new
collections equipment for UNSM.”
— Brett Ratcliffe, Curator, Entomology, UNSM
Research Associate, Department of Entomology,
Smithsonian Institution
Mary Liz Jameson (left), Karla Villatoro, and Andrew Smith at the National
Museum of Natural History preparing the scarab collection for transport to
Nebraska. Photo by Brett Ratcliffe.

The old, half-size SI cabinets were inefficient and had
lead-based paint, and the cabinets had to be replaced. We
obtained a supplemental grant of $40,000 to our existing
NSF Partnerships for Enhancing Expertise in Taxonomy
grant to purchase 21 new, double-door cabinets to house
the SI drawers, which happen to be the same size and
configuration that we already use in our own collection.
So, whenever the SI scarab drawers are returned to DC, we
shall have decades worth of cabinetry for expansion; the
SI drawers will go into a compactor system in DC where
stand-alone cabinets like ours are not used.
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